Tape #36 

Interview with Mal Middlesworth & J. R. Renner 

Date: 8/28/08 

Interviewed by Chuck Dunkerly 

Transcribed and Logged by Gray Clevenger and Josh Karpel 
Checked by 


Tape #36 


00:01 

MM: ...replacements we got a 90 day wonder ensign and we were out 
at sea, and Albert Finly France who had just become our 
captain, he was superintendent at the academy and, 
Commander Shannon who had one of the four Congressional 
Medal of Honor winners one night on November 12", great guy, 
sitting over here (gestures). And the quarter master said Mel, 
will you take over the wheel? It was a little raised platform (he 
stands up and gestures) and the wheel and the navigation 
bridge was about that high and the wheel here was about this 
big, in diameter. So I said yes and this ensign said what’s this? 


00:51 
Crew: Hold on, you got this mic 


00:57 

MM: He said, what’s this? A marine at the helm of my ship? Junior 
officer on the deck. I could see the captain and the executive officer 
laughing, shake they were laughing so much. So when the quarter 
master came back, without even turning around, the captain said, 
“Mr. Middlesworth, did I hear the junior officer deck mention 
something about you being at the helm of his ship?” (laughs) I said 
“yes sir”. He said, “what was your reply?” I said “I’d rather not say 
sir.” (more laughs) And he said, you know we’re only five, six feet 
apart, and he said “would you escort the junior officer to the deck?” 
over to me. So I said “captain would like to talk to you” and took him 
over (2:00) there, and he read him like do you have any idea what 
that young man’s been through, and he went up and down, up and 
down and he said “Mr. Middlesworth take Ensign so and so to his 
quarters where he will remain for 3 days. So, about two weeks later, 

, same quarter master and everything, and in a heavy 
cruiser like that, they have an aliday at each point for navigation, and 
there are 2 captain's chairs, and nobody sits in those chairs except the 
captain. Here comes this guy up with a Life magazine and shorts, and 
he sits in the captain's chair. Same guy. And the quartermaster was, 
‘should we tell him?' I said, 'nah. Let's not.' The second officer 
happened to be coming around at that point. 3 more days in quarters. 


03:12 
Pause 


04:08 
Room tone and BROLL 


06:03 
SWITCH TO JR RENNER 


07:09 


I 


JR 


J.R., if you could introduce yourself and tell us where you're 


from originally. 
Yes, I can do that. I'm from Buckland, Kansas. I joined the 
Navy at Dodge City, Kansas on April Fool's Day, 1941. 


07:32 
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JR 


What was your reason for joining the Navy? 

Well, that's a good question. See, that was the Depression 
years, and in the mid-with, there was the dust storms 
continually, boy, we didn't raise a wheat crop for 7 years. And 
my dad was working on the highway too at the time, he gota 
second job, he was a farmer. And I think they finally thought 
that I graduated from high school, I had to go somewhere, so he 
took me up to Dodge City and I joined the Navy. I wanted 
always in the Navy and no place else to go. We got a lot of 
sailors at that time, very sharpened, and I both...when I first 
came aboard ship, I was really surprised that the petty officers, 
many of them, almost had college degrees, they knew slide 
rules, they were very sharp. They were Depression kids, you 
know, today they would have been to college all the way, but in 
that day, a lot of them joined the CC camps or they joined the 
services. 
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Could you tell us the story of your enlistment? How old you 
were, where you went, where you went to basic? 

I had just turned 19. I went to Dodge City, Kansas and joined 
the Navy at the recruiting davis there. I came to California, 
went to San Diego, was in company 41-44 bootcamp. From 
bootcamp, they gave us tests, and I went to the electric school. 

I was there for, I think, 4 months, and then we were shipped out 
and went to the ship Okalala, Okalaga, and it took about 10 days 
or 2 to get to Pearl. We got there the 5". The night of the 5". 
Went aboard ship, we weren't assigned to anybody except the 
Chief there, chief petty officer there. We were on transfer to 


Pause 


the Boise in the Philippines, there was about 8 of us. I spent the 
1* night, we had no assignment at all. They gave us our 
hammock, and we strung it up and slept in the hammock. The 
only night I slept in a hammock aboard ship was that night on 
the 5". The next day, got up, and we were wanting to go 
ashore, so, we was tied up at Pier 2, and the St. Louis was tied 
up along side of us. We didn't have a liberty card, but we 
decided to use our old liberty card and tell the officer of the 
quarter deck that we were off the St. Louis, so we went ashore. 
I guess you'd call that jumping ship, I don't know. Young, 
foolish sailors. So on the 6", we were there all day. I've never 
seen so many Sailors in all my life. The streets were white. We 
came back to our ship, I think, about 10:30 that night, about 
10:30, out on the pier where the sailors all got to go back to 
their ships and the like, but we just walked down to ours. We 
were on the Pier 2, and I looked over there, and I saw all the 
sailors going over there in their liberty boats, and all the 
battleships, all the ships had their lights on. I was amazed how 
strong and powerful we were. And the battle of the bands was 
taking place on the Arizona, and the music going everywhere, I 
was really really pleased at what I saw, amazed at what I saw. 
Got back to the ship, and instead of sleeping in the hammock, 
we just slept topside under turret 1. (12:22) Next morning, we 
got up and had breakfast and was in the mess hall with the 
master at arms, who we were assigned to, about 8 of us, we 
were going to the Boise in the Philippines, transfer, and so we 
didn't have any assignments, no division or anything at that 
time. And we were down there and then general quarters 
sounded. 


on the deck, which we did. By that time, we hadn't been there 
more than a few minutes, a petty officer came by and he was 
looking for some people to help carry ammunition from a hoist 
we had in the officer's quarters, 3 inch 30's and 50 caliber 
machine guns stuff. So we end up the morning, the first phase 
of the morning, carrying ammunition. I know I was in the mess 
hall when a sailor came down the ladder and we got a whew, he 
said, 'the Arizona just blew!' And then the end of the first phase 
after about 15 or 20 minutes, I don't know what time it was, I 
did go topside, and I was really, really shaken up about that. All 
the ships were on fire, and the Oklahoma turned over. Then the 
dive bombers were seen, and there were horizontal bombers 
you could see over there on the horizon that were coming in on 
us, So I went back down below deck to the mess hall. I thought 
in might be safer down there. And a petty officer picked us up, 
picked me up, and took me with him to the 5 inch magazine, he 
said, 'we have some ammunition to carry.' So I was in the 5 
inch magazine with him, getting ready to carry these drums of 
ammunition up, 30 and 50 caliber, and the lights went out. 
Somebody, the St. Louis had gotten underway, and we were 
getting ready to get underway, and getting underway, 
somebody on the topside, some sailor had a boson cut the 
wrong hose, he cut the hose we were getting power from the 
dock. But it only took a minute or 2 before our generators came 
back online. (16:11) It was about at that time that the bomb, 
from a dive bomber, landed a 250lb bomb right along side the 
Honolulu, doing quite a lot of damage, by the way, and flooding 
some compartments, and oil and the like. The lights were still 
out, and I said to the guy, ‘let's get out of here.' He said, 'no, 
no. We're gonna carry ammunition. That's our job.’ 

JR, I'm sorry, but I'm gonna have to stop you. There's an 
airplane... 


Could you tell your story from when the lights went out? 

When the lights went out, at about that time, the generators 
hadn't kicked in yet, they got them on in a few minutes, the 
bomb, the dive bombers were concentrating on us, and a bomb 
landed right to the port side of the ship. About, over, I say 
about, 5 or 10 feet from the side of the ship, and it landed on 
the bottom and blew, did quite a bit of damage. And so the 
lights was out, and we got that bomb hit, and that was the only 
time in the whole Navy, and I was in it for 4 years, every bit of 
the war, that I was scared. I says, ‘let's get out of here.’ And he 


said, 'no. We're not going anywhere. We're carrying 
ammunition.’ You know, that settled me down, I was never 
frightened again. I saw a lot of action after that. Then I went 
topside, and that's when I saw all the damage to stuff around, 
and there were so many ships firing that there was so much 
water from the explosion of the shells that there was a lot of 
water vapor there, and a beautiful rainbow appeared, perfect 
one, clear over the island, and I'll never forget that. I've never 
seen that published yet, but it did happen. Then we went back 
and the second phase was over with, and of course, that day 
anybody standing around, somebody grabbed me another one to 
work in the Chief's quarters, to make sandwiches for him, and 
cold coffee. And so I was doing that, and I stepped off, out of 
the Chief's quarters, and from the bridge when the colors went, 
and everybody stopped and saluted, and the colors sounded. 
And I thought, 'we have survived the day.' Looking over, I could 
see all the ships burning and all the smoke and everything, and 
everybody stopped for the colors, everybody on all the ships 
that could brought their colors down. And there was an old 
chief standing beside me, and he put he arm around me and 
said, 'you know, I've been in the Navy about 20 years, and you 
haven't been in quite a year yet.' He says, 'you know, we're 
both veterans today.' I remember that. I imagine he's long 
gone by now. 


20:12 
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How'd that make you feel when he said that to you? 

It made me feel good. I've remembered that all these years. He 
said, he put his arm around me, he says, ‘we're both veterans 
today.' 30 years and 1 year. 

Did you have a battlestation? 

Well, we were assigned right after that. We never got off the 
ship. I didn't have a battlestation, well, the 7“, that evening I 
did have a battlestation. I was taken down into the handling 
room for the 5 inch batteries, and then to their magazines, and 
had to take the ammunition down to a little hole, hand them up 
to the guns, and I had to handle ammunition. And I was down 
there with a black man, he'd been there, he'd come out of the 
brig, they said, and put back to, he worked all day there, all 
morning, handling ammunition by himself. And I was down 
there with him, and that's when the planes from the Enterprise 
came in, and we thought they were Japanese planes, so every 
ship in the harbor started firing immediately. We shot most of 
them down. And then it was over with, and that was for the 
day. After that, I got assigned to the 4" division, the deck 
division, under Big Smith, who had his fame for a sailor, he 


couldn't read or write, he'd been in the Navy I think 19 years, 
he made Chief shortly after that, but he was known for leading 
with his foot. If he didn't mind you, he'd give you a good kick in 
the butt. 


In the 4" division, I was given a watch-station and a 
battlestation. I was up on the main mast, up there about a 
lookout. There were 2 of us up there. We had it really worked 
out. One would carry the glasses, and the other would sleep, 
you know, in the mirafoam, until the guy came up with coffee, 
and then we'd have..that day. Then I, they found out I was out 
of electrical school, so I was shifted to 4" division, and there I 
did watch duty in turret 2, it was right over the electric deck, it 
was right under the guns. So I got knowledgeable at that. Then 
I was transferred to E division, that's the division I was 
supposed to be in, and I stayed in the E division for the rest of 
the war, and my battlestation and my watch-station was in the 
plotting room, and I was on the aircraft board. I had 8 guns to 
switch between 2 directors, forward, aft, starboard, or wherever 
they wanted them. I could shift that whole board, about the 
length of this room, in about 4 seconds. I got very good on that. 
And the telephone board was behind me, and I had it also. I 
was in the plotting room when we got our bow blown off, and I 
remember they said, 'stand by, we're going to take a torpedo 
forward.’ And about that time, the ship raised up about 3 or 4 
feet, settled back down, we'd lost the bow clear up to turret 1. 
It didn't sink us, we didn't even lose power, and I never did get 
away from the board either, I was still manning, maintaining the 
board, never ever did leave that board. Another time, I think it 
was in the 2™ battle of Kula Gulf, if I remember correctly, we 
were a lot of torpedoes that night, and I was in the plotting 
room, and we took a full 90 degree turn to port, traveling at 
flank speed, probably, and we all thought the ship was going to 
turn over, and the officer down there on the plotting board said 
the captain has taken the wheel, he's dodging torpedoes. That 
was quite an experience, too. 


26:50 
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I can imagine. Let's go back to the 7“ of December in Pearl 
Harbor. Could...when did you first realize that you were under 
attack from the Japanese? 

When the master at arms left us. We were by ourselves, we 
were just abandoned, he had duty too, he was down there, going 


to tell us what to do today and everything. He was gone. Here 
we are, 8 of us, we had no battle station, nothing to do. But, we 
were put to work right away because they used us then for the 
odd jobs, mainly carrying ammunition or loading ammunition 
belts, so we learned real quickly when the war was on. And 
when they, well, when you're on the 2™ deck and got 8 5 inch 
guns firing right above you, rapid fire, you know something's 
going on. 
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Could you- 

I never was frightened, except that one time in the magazine 
when the lights went out and the bomb hit right beside us, and 
that frightened. I wanted out of that place, and the old 2™ class 
petty officer, very calmly, said, 'no, no, we're not going 
anywhere. We're just gonna take ammunition out.' And that 
was typical of the Navy, the older hands in that day, just like the 
Chief who put his arm around me, said 'we're veterans today, 
both of us.' 


END TAPE 


